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Report on “Partisan effects of information campaigns in competitive 

authoritarian elections: evidence from Bangladesh” by Ahmed et al. (2024) 

 

GUNTHER BENSCH, JULIAN ROSE, FLORIAN NEUBAUER, JÖRG ANKEL-PETERS & 

ABEL BRODEUR* 
 

March 18, 2025 

*Bensch: RWI – Leibniz Institute for Economic Research, Rose: RWI – Leibniz Institute for Economic Research & 

Ludwig-Maximilians-University Munich, Neubauer: RWI – Leibniz Institute for Economic Research, Ankel-Peters: 

RWI – Leibniz Institute for Economic Research & Institute for Replication, Brodeur: University of O1awa & Institute 

for Replication (abrodeur@uo"awa.ca).    

 

Abstract 

 

This report compiles our recent comment on Ahmed, Hodler, and Islam (2024, AHI-2024) and 
our response to the authors’ reply to our comment. Our report is one element in a concerted 
forensic reproduction of studies based on data collected by GDRI, a Bangladesh-based survey 
company. We appreciate the authors’ acknowledgment of discrepancies in AHI-2024. These 
are consequential admissions given the forensic nature of this report. We also clarify that these 
discrepancies are likely to drive AHI-2024’s main results. Furthermore, our response shows 
that the authors’ reply contains new contradictions. Overall, our investigation of the paper, the 
study’s documentation, and its replication package raise serious concerns about the integrity 
of the data and the study design.  

To facilitate access to the debate, this report features our response to the original authors’ reply 
first (the authors’ reply can be found here), followed by our initial comment on AHI-2024. The 
original authors also replied to our response (which can be found here).  
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A response to Ahmed et al. (2025)  

 

GUNTHER BENSCH, JULIAN ROSE, FLORIAN NEUBAUER, JÖRG ANKEL-PETERS & 

ABEL BRODEUR* 
 

March 07, 2025 

*Bensch: RWI – Leibniz Institute for Economic Research, Rose: RWI – Leibniz Institute for Economic Research & 

Ludwig-Maximilians-University Munich, Neubauer: RWI – Leibniz Institute for Economic Research, Ankel-Peters: 

RWI – Leibniz Institute for Economic Research & Institute for Replication, Brodeur: University of O1awa & Institute 

for Replication (abrodeur@uo"awa.ca).    

1. Summary 

We thank Ahmed, Hodler, and Islam (2025, henceforth AHI-2025) for their polite and 

professional response to our comment (Bensch et al. 2025, henceforth BRNAPB-2025). We also 

appreciate their acknowledgment of mistakes in Ahmed, Hodler, and Islam (2024, henceforth 

AHI-2024). What is still pending is the corrected version of the erroneous map, which AHI-

2025 announce to “provide [..] in due course”. In this note, we nevertheless briefly comment 

on the preliminary response and contextualize the purpose of BRNAPB-2025 as one element 

in a concerted forensic reproduction of studies based on data collected by GDRI, a Bangladesh-

based survey company.  

To recapitulate, in BRNAPB-2025 we document one peculiarity in the AHI-2024 data as well 

as two major discrepancies in AHI-2024’s description of how the data was collected and a 

flawed map depicting the sample of villages and their treatment and classification status. AHI-

2025 contest the peculiarity, but they concede the discrepancies and the flawed map. As we 

will argue in the next section, these are consequential admissions given the nature of this 

reproduction. AHI-2025’s explanation of these admissions contains new contradictions.  

Moreover, we further clarify our view on the extremely impressive data collection effort 

underlying the AHI-2024 study (Section 3) and briefly contextualize AHI-2025’s admissions of 

the discrepancies (Section 4). Not least, AHI-2025’s discussion of the peculiarity described in 

BRNAPB-2025 absorbs most of the authors’ response, but without linking it to the admi"ed 

discrepancies. We therefore briefly reiterate this link in Section 5. Overall, our investigation of 

the paper, the study’s documentation, and its replication package raises serious concerns 

about the integrity of the data and the study design. 
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2. A forensic reproduction  

The aim of BRNAPB-2025 is not to discuss the interpretation of AHI-2024. Rather, BRNAPB-

2025 is part of a concerted project investigating concerns about data collected and Randomized 

Controlled Trials implemented by GDRI. Companion comments identified discrepancies in 

other papers based on GDRI’s data related to different stages of the research process – 

including the study design and sampling (Brodeur et al. 2025; Fiala et al. 2025; Kjelsrud et al. 

2025). In the meantime, these companion comments have led to strong reactions from some of 

the authors, including public dissociations and requests to journals to withdraw their names 

from already published papers. In this context, BRNAPB-2025 is a forensic reproduction that 

scrutinizes potential discrepancies in the data underlying AHI-2024. It is not a classical 

robustness reproduction testing the sensitivity of results and raising questions about AHI-

2024’s interpretations (although such questions might emerge as part of this examination, see 

Section 5). It is hence not BRNAPB-2025’s ambition to judge whether documented issues are 

consequential for the results. Forensic reproductions intend to provide evidence that 

significant inconsistencies exist warranting closer scrutiny. In this regard, we note that AHI-

2025 highlight a division of labour, very saliently on their first page, with Ahmed and Islam 

taking responsibility “for the RCT and the data collection in Bangladesh” and Hodler taking 

responsibility only for having taken “the lead in analyzing the data and writing the paper“.         

3. AHI-2024’s data collection  

In BRNAPB-2025, we refer to the data collection underlying AHI-2024 as “impressive” (p.3), 

which AHI-2025 quote in their response. We would therefore like to clarify that the footnote 

in our comment on the data collection is supposed to convey that especially the elicitation of 

the main outcome variable, voting, appears to us highly implausible. To obtain an objective 

measure for ‘voting’, the authors1 visited all households in their panel on the evening of 

election day or the day after, in order to visually inspect inked fingers alongside a short 

interview. Hence, within a few hours and under extreme time pressure 11,843 households 

were visited and 22,686 respondents interviewed (two spouses in each household). This is 

 
1 AHI-2024 explicitly describe the engagement with GDRI and state that most of the field activities were 
implemented by the company. Beyond this general description it is not distinguishable though, which activity was 
decidedly implemented by GDRI and which by the authors. Throughout the paper, the authors say “we”, for 
example “we delivered the treatment messages in three different ways” (p.1314).  
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indeed difficult to believe. It is furthermore remarkable that the household a"rition rate is at 

1% only, that is, virtually all households that had been interviewed prior to the election could 

also be retrieved within these few hours. And what is even more implausible is that for the 

retrieved households both spouses were found – in all cases. This is intuitively very surprising, 

but also not in line with comparable evidence. A similar study in Pakistan, also on post-

election inspection of inked fingers, reports considerable rates of untraceable respondents 

(Giné and Mansuri 2018).  Likewise, studies on other topics but involving simultaneous spouse 

interviewing encounter similarly high non-response rates for one spouse, even with much less 

time pressure than in the present case (see e.g. Kilic and Moylan 2016; Masselus and Fiala 

2024). Note that AHI-2024 do not mention any imputation of missing data.  

4. The uncontested discrepancies  

In BRNAPB-2025, we document two major discrepancies in AHI-2024’s description of how the 

data was collected and, in addition, we reveal that AHI-2024’s map depicting the sample of 

villages and their treatment and classification status is flawed. We could identify these two 

documented discrepancies because the Pre-Analysis Plan (PAP), the discussion paper version 

published in the renowned CEPR series, and AHI-2024, the Economic Journal version, are 

contradictory. These contradictions are substantive, since they relate to crucial elements of the 

data collection process – sampling and village classification – that are decisive for AHI-2024’s 

main findings (see next section).   

AHI-2025 frame these discrepancies as “refinements” (p.2) that occurred during the 

implementation of the study and thereby turn the spotlight on deviations from the PAP, 

arguing that it “is not uncommon in such cases to refine the initial strategy in the field” (p.2). 

We agree with this general statement, and it is common sense in the profession on how to 

handle PAPs in practice (see for example Banerjee et al. 2020).2 However, as the AEA registry 

documents, these “refinements” were not made post-PAP and pre-implementation of the 

study. The PAP was registered on December 14, 2018 – when the data collection had already 

been ongoing and hence both sampling and village classification decisions had already been 

 
2 It is concerning that such substantive deviations from the PAP are not explicitly mentioned in AHI-2025, but this 
is not part of our argument. 
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made.3 During this registration on December 14, the authors posted the sampling procedure 

into the registry template that is at odds with the description in AHI-2024 (“We then randomly 

select 35-40 individuals per village, with roughly equal gender balance”). Additional changes 

to the registry/PAP were made in January 2024, but only the final number of villages were 

updated.  

The descriptions of the sampling and village classification procedures were only changed prior 

to or during the submission process, as it is evidenced by the CEPR discussion paper featuring 

the same description as the PAP. AHI-2025 concede this discrepancy between AHI-2024 and 

the CEPR discussion paper version. We find two of the three explanations provided in the 

response unconvincing. First, the CEPR version contained “condensed” (p.2) information as it 

was foreseen for a short-paper submission and, second, “descriptions […] became longer in 

response to specific comments raised during the referee process at the Economic Journal” (p.2). 

However, the descriptions in all versions are as short as they are substantive. The longer 

version in the Economic Journal consists of 23 words (on sampling) and 14 words (on 

classification), respectively, the “condensed” CEPR version consists of 8 (sampling) and 7 

words (classification), respectively.4 Also note that the text in the CEPR version slightly differs 

from the PAP, indicating that it was not merely copy and pasted. The third explanation 

provided by AHI-2025 is more plausible and refers to the “division of labor (see Section 1)” 

(p.2) between Hodler on the one hand and Ahmad and Islam on the other (see above) and to 

a “less-than-perfect information flow within the team” (p.2).  

Of course, information flow can be less than perfect, and this would help to understand how 

a wrong description of minor importance proliferates through the entire study documentation. 

However, these descriptions are of utmost importance for AHI-2024’s results, as AHI-2025 

explain themselves (see again next section).  

 
3 According to AHI-2024, the first survey was implemented “about six weeks prior to the election”, and hence in 
mid-November 2018 and “The second pre-treatment survey was conducted from December 12-16” (p.1315). 
4 Core statements on sampling are “Third, we randomly selected 40 households per village, […]” in the CEPR 
version: versus “[…] we selected a neighbourhood (para) in each village. This selection was non-random as we 
intended to target individuals in government and opposition strongholds.“ in AHI-2024. And on classification “For 
polling stations consisting of multiple villages […]” in CEPR version versus “If the relative electoral strength of the 
two parties changed from 2001 to 2008 […]” in AHI-2024. 
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The contradictions between the CEPR discussion paper and AHI-2024 are also related to the 

map displaying the entire sample of villages, their treatment status and classification – 

prominently depicted as Figure 1 in AHI-2024. This map, as AHI-2025 concede, “contains 

errors” (p.7). They further note that they “are currently investigating the issue and will provide 

a revised map in due course”, referring to the “limited time available” due to the timeframe 

set by the I4R. We are confident that generating the corrected map only requires a manageable 

amount of time and are looking forward to receiving it soon to assess whether these mapping 

inaccuracies indeed do not affect their results as claimed in AHI-2025.  

5. The peculiarity reiterated  

AHI-2025 dedicate most of their response to the discussion of the peculiarity outlined in 

BRNAPB-2025, and they name their sampling procedure as the major reason explaining the 

peculiarity – without making the link to the discrepancies discussed in the previous section. 

We therefore reiterate that our Figure 1 in BRNAPB-2025 demonstrates the importance of the 

sampling procedure for the treatment effects in AHI-2024 that the authors contradictorily 

describe in PAP, the CEPR version and AHI-2024 (see previous section). Figure 1 is hence 

important to understand that these contradictions are not about “refinements” but 

consequential changes in the study design that are likely to drive the results.  

Beyond this, we merely note that by these additional analyses and discussions, the authors 

ascribe an immense importance to their within-village sampling strategy. This is, we believe, 

not appropriately accounted for in the interpretations and inferences made in AHI-2024. The 

very specific sample of high-partisan neighbourhoods has profound implications for the 

external validity of their findings – since everything the authors claim only holds for such 

high-partisan populations. Unfortunately, though, this external validity debate is not the point 

of our comment and this debate.    

6. Conclusion  

Throughout the response (AHI-2025) the authors repeatedly apologize for “inaccuracies” and 

“mistakes” (in the map) as well as the “incomplete and potentially misleading descriptions of 

our village classification and sampling strategies in our working paper” (p.2) – which is 

genuinely appreciated. But AHI-2025 also repeatedly emphasize that they do not affect 
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“results or their interpretation” (e.g., p. 7). This is a misconception of the purpose of BRNAPB-

2025. We have now clarified that our reproduction is of forensic nature and the discrepancies 

in how crucial study features are presented throughout the study documentation need to be 

interpreted within the context of the wider concerns surrounding the quality of data and 

randomizations implemented by GDRI. 
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Abstract 

 

Ahmed, Hodler, and Islam (2024, henceforth AHI) conduct a village-level Randomized 

Controlled Trial and examine the impact of get-out-the-vote (GOTV) campaigns on voter 

turnout during the 2018 Bangladesh election. AHI’s main finding is a heterogeneity in the 

responsiveness to the treatment. This heterogeneity analysis relies on a classification of villages 

into either government-leaning or opposition-leaning villages. The classification is based on 

historical voting behaviour or focus group discussions conducted in the villages. We 

successfully reproduce all results in AHI but find surprising patterns with respect to the main 

finding. We focus on a variable based on the AHI data that is conceptually close to AHI’s 

classification criterion, partisanship strength, and find that it affects the control and treatment 

groups in fundamentally different ways. Partisanship strength mediates the treatment effects 

at a sharp cut-off. These patterns remain unexplored in the original study. Moreover, we 

document inconsistencies in the description of two pivotal aspects of the paper – the sampling 

strategy and village classification – between the pre-analysis plan, the discussion paper 

version and AHI, the journal version. We also show that the map displaying the sampled 

villages in AHI does not align with the data in the reproduction package. These peculiarities 

warrant further clarification.  
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1. Introduction 

Ahmed, Hodler, and Islam (2024, henceforth AHI) conduct a large-scale Randomized 

Controlled Trial on the village level to examine the impact of non-partisan get-out-the-vote 

(GOTV) campaigns on voter turnout during the 2018 Bangladeshi general election. AHI 

employ two treatments with different GOTV framings, a policy treatment emphasizing towards 

treated participants that higher voter turnout influences later policy decisions, and a legitimacy 

treatment emphasizing that higher voter turnout enhances the legitimacy of the winning 

party’s government. Voter turnout in the 2018 election (henceforth: voting) is the main 

outcome. Our paper is a computational and robustness reproduction of AHI. We successfully 

reproduce all results in AHI. Scope for a robustness reproduction is limited because of a 

comprehensive yet parsimonious replication package that only contains the analysis data.   

AHI’s main finding is a heterogeneity in the responsiveness to the treatment according to 

whether villages lean towards the currently ruling party, i.e. the government, or the 

opposition. AHI’s abstract states: “Both treatments increase turnout (measured by ink marks) in 

government strongholds, but decrease turnout in opposition strongholds” (AHI, p.1303). This result 

is based on a village classification by AHI. During our reproduction some peculiarities related 

to this classification emerged, which are presented in this report.  

AHI classified the villages into government- or opposition-leaning villages prior to data 

collection, for most villages based on which party received more votes in both the 2001 and 

2008 elections. This criterion applied to two thirds of villages. For the remaining third of 

villages, the criterion is inconclusive, according to AHI because the majority vote switches 

between 2001 and 2008. This remaining third, AHI classified based on focus group discussions 

conducted by their field staff. AHI then use this classification to stratify the sample into two 

equally sized groups of villages. This stratification underlies the heterogeneity prominently 

featured in AHI’s abstract: there is no overall treatment effect but voting increased by 7–15 

percentage points in government-leaning villages and decreased by 10–21 percentage points 

in opposition-leaning villages.  

Following the village classification and the stratified randomization, AHI collected four 

rounds of household-level data: two rounds prior to the 2018 election, one on election day and 

another one week later. They cover a sample of up to 40 households per village in 302 villages 
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in total. The randomized intervention was implemented after the second round of data 

collection. Within villages, AHI selected neighbourhoods with particularly strong support for 

the dominant party. The key variable, voting, is the result of AHI’s impressive data collection 

effort conducted on or shortly after election day, including the visual verification of ink-

marked fingers for nearly 24,000 survey participants. 

In this report, prepared for the Institute for Replication, we reveal some peculiar pa"erns that 

are not explored by AHI. First, we conduct a graphical analysis of the main outcome variable, 

voting, at the village level across the village-level vote gap distribution, which reflects the 

difference in vote shares between the two parties in the 2001 and 2008 elections. The vote gap 

variable enables us to examine treatment responsiveness according to the partisanship 

strength in each village. We observe intuitive behaviour in the control group, where voting 

smoothly varies with partisanship strength (see Figure 1). This implies that villages around 

the zero point for partisanship strength (i.e. those slightly leaning toward either side) behave 

similarly. The treatment group, in contrast, displays a sharp discontinuity at the zero point, 

suggesting an abrupt increase of approximately 25 and 40 percentage points in voting for the 

two treatments when moving from a slightly opposition-leaning village to a slightly 

government-leaning one. This pa"ern implies that village classification functions as an 

extremely sharp threshold. What is more, the treatment response below and above this cut-off 

seems to be uniform, with no difference between villages that slightly or strongly favour one 

side. Hence, partisanship strength seems to affect the control and treatment groups in 

fundamentally different ways – which is possible, but not further discussed in AHI. 

The second peculiar pa"ern we observe is related to the classification underlying the 

stratification, and hence AHI’s main finding. We investigate the classification in two 

consecutive steps. First, we examine the pre-analysis plan, using the entries in the AEA 

Registry (Hodler and Islam 2018, 2024; henceforth PAP5), and the discussion-paper version 

(Ahmed et al. 2020; henceforth DP), comparing these to AHI, i.e. the version published in The 

Economic Journal. We identify inconsistencies in the description of the sampling and the village 

classification between PAP/DP and AHI. Yet, while the textual descriptions for the village 

classifications are mutually exclusive, the maps illustrating village classification and treatment 

 
5 Our analysis of the PAP is based on the publicly available information in the AEA Registry, with latest 
update in January 2024. We did not request access to the full PAP document.  
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status (Fig. 1 in DP and AHI) are identical, as are the reported results. Moreover, we find 

indication in the data that the map is inaccurate. We confirm these inconsistencies by a deeper 

analysis of the village classification using additional GPS data sources from the national 

election data. Our findings may be explained by a reclassification of villages between PAP/DP 

and AHI. Yet, if this reclassification occurred after the treatment had been delivered, it would 

not only contradict the descriptions of the study design in both versions of the paper but also 

conflict with the reported results being identical in the DP and in AHI, and with the 

presentation in the map.  

2. Computational Reproducibility 

The reproduction package is publicly available (Ahmed et al. 2023). It contains the analysis 

files, that is, three do-files and several cleaned datasets used to generate the variables, 

reproduce the main figures and tables, and create the appendix. It does not include any raw 

data or cleaning code. We perfectly computationally reproduce the original results by simply 

inserting the file path and then run the three provided do-files subsequently (see Table 1). The 

documentation is largely comprehensive, featuring a read-me and additional information on 

the experimental design, consent form, IRB approval, and treatment delivery. It does not 

provide any survey instruments.  

Table 1: Result of computational reproduction 

 Fully Partial No 

Raw data provided  

 

x 

Cleaning code provided 

 

 x 

Analysis data provided x   

Analysis code provided x   

Reproducible from raw data  

 

x 

Reproducible from analysis data x   

 

3. The vote gap cut-off peculiarity  

3.1 The vote gap as a measure of partisanship strength  

Our investigation focuses on how AHIʹs primary outcome, voting in the 2018 election, behaves 

relative to the historical village-level vote gap (hereafter: vote gap). We use the vote gap as a 

good measure of partisanship strength, which is at the bo"om of AHI main finding: the 

Institute for Replication I4R DP No. 216

13



treatment heterogeneity according to whether the villages lean towards the opposition or the 

government. In Figure 1, the y-axis represents the voting variable6 and the x-axis denotes the 

vote gap – distinguished between the control group and the two treatment groups, policy and 

legitimacy.  

The vote gap reflects the average difference in vote shares at the village level between the 

government and main opposition party, averaged over the 2001 and 2008 elections. Villages 

with a negative vote gap (left of the dashed line indicating the zero point for the vote gap) 

voted more for the opposition party in 2001 and 2008, while those with a positive vote gap 

(right of the dashed line) favoured the government party. Villages with vote gaps near zero 

are more likely to have been classified based on focus groups (light blue circles) rather than 

only election data (dark blue circles), which is plausible given that, according to AHI, villages 

classified based on focus groups are those villages where voting preference shifted between 

2001 and 2008. 

3.2 The peculiarity  

Figure 1 shows that in the control group, voting gradually increases from strongly opposition-

leaning villages to strongly government-leaning villages. Hence, in villages near a vote gap of 

zero, where partisanship strength is ambiguous, voting is similar across government and 

opposition villages. In line with expectation, villages classified by focus group discussion are 

clustered around the vote gap of zero in the control group. These villages reveal somewhat 

noisier voting behaviour in the 2018 election. This pa"ern is plausible, as many of these 

villages have shifted voting in the past elections between government and opposition, making 

households less likely to act uniformly. In contrast, the treatment groups display a distinctly 

different pa"ern. For both treatments, voting remains constant within each village type, with 

an abrupt discontinuity at the vote gap of zero. This pa"ern is surprising for two reasons. First, 

 
6 According to AHI, voting was measured by asking a direct question. But since AHI deemed voting behavior 
to be a “sensitive topic […] in a competitive authoritarian election” (p.1304), in a “logistically challenging 
data-gathering effort” (p.1304) their enumerators assessed whether respondents have ink-marked fingers. 
This was elicited for 23,686 respondents (main respondent and their spouses in 11,843 households) in AHI’s 
third round of data collection. AHI conducted this survey round “in the late afternoon and evening of election 
day to be extra cautious [about the durability of the ink mark]. If we could not complete the work or locate 
some respondents (or their spouses) at home on election day, we continued the survey on the following day.” 
(p.1315) This impressive effort resulted in an a"rition rate of just 1%. In the remaining 11,843 households, ink 
marks were successfully recorded for both spouses, as there are no missing values for these variables in the 
reproduction data. All our results in this report are for the main respondent. Results look very similar for 
spouses and are therefore not presented.  
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partisanship strength would probably be expected to continuously mediate the strength of the 

effects in the treatment groups (as it is the case in the control group).  

Figure 1: Distribution of respondents' voting as main outcome variable 

 

 
Note: The vote gap is calculated as the difference in vote share between government and opposition party, averaged over two previous elections 

(2001 and 2008). The solid line trends give the predicted values from a regression of the outcome variable on a second-degree polynomial in 

the vote gap that uses a triangular kernel and a bandwidth of 50%. For all groups, separate predictions are run by the village classification.  

Second, the abrupt discontinuity suggests that households in marginally government-leaning 

villages behave fundamentally differently from those in marginally opposition-leaning ones. 

Taking the example of the legitimacy treatment, Figure 1 suggests a sharp increase of 

approximately 40 percentage points in voting when moving from a slightly opposition-leaning 

village to a slightly government-leaning one. In line with expectation, most of the villages that 

were classified based on focus-group discussions can be found around the vote gap of zero. 

Especially here, some degree of imprecision in terms of classification would be expected. Yet, 

the pa"ern in Figure 1 implies that village classification functions as an extremely sharp 

threshold. All villages respond to the treatments exactly in line with their classification, that 

is, all villages classified as government-leaning villages show the increase in voting, and all 

villages classified as opposition-leaning villages show the decrease in voting.  

The peculiar pa"ern observed in Figure 1 is not mentioned in AHI and therefore not explained. 

One potential factor that may explain part of this peculiarity is AHI’s household sampling 
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strategy, which we explore in the next sub-section. The classification of villages, crucial for 

AHI’s main claim, might also play a role. We examine this further in Section 4.    

3.3. Household sampling  

AHI’s household sampling “selected a neighbourhood (para) in each village. This selection 

was non-random as we intended to target individuals in government and opposition 

strongholds” (AHI, p.1311). The description suggests that within government (opposition) 

villages, AHI selected neighbourhoods that were particularly strong leaning towards the 

government (opposition). This might explain the peculiar results in the treatment group 

presented in the previous section. However, this description contrasts with the sampling 

description in the PAP, an updated PAP after completion of data collection7, and the DP, where 

the sampling is explicitly described as simple random sampling at village level (see Table 2 for 

the relevant excerpts from each source).  

 

Table 2: Sampling description at different stages of the paper 

Pre-analysis plan (PAP) Discussion paper (DP) Published paper (AHI) 

We randomly select 35-40 

individuals per village, with 

roughly equal gender 

balance. These are the 

individuals we survey twice 

prior to the general elec ons 

and therea!er. In addi on, 

we deliver the respec ve 

treatment messages to these 

35-40 individuals in the 

treatment villages. 

Third, we randomly selected 40 

households per village, with a 

focus on the married and literate 

individuals between the age of 

20 and 55 years (who can read 

and understand our treatment 

messages). We surveyed these 

households with gender balance 

among respondents, who are 

also our target subjects for the 

treatments. (DP, p.7) 

Second, we selected a neighbourhood 

(para) in each village. This selec on was 

non-random as we intended to target 

individuals in government and opposi on 

strongholds. We used our village- level 

focus-group discussions to learn about the 

neighbourhoods of government 

(opposi on) villages with a par cularly 

strong leaning towards the AL (BNP). Third, 

we relied on systema c random sampling 

to select 40 individuals from within each of 

these neighbourhoods. (AHI, p.1311) 

 

The sampling strategy might have been changed after the PAP and before going to the field, 

but this explanation is not consistent with the description in the DP. The potentially revised 

sampling strategy would also lead to a discontinuity in the control group – which is 

perceivable as a nuance but not very pronounced. More importantly, if this change in the 

sampling strategy indeed explained the pa"erns in Figure 1, it would in our view significantly 

alter the theoretical claim and the key takeaways of AHI. It is therefore surprising that this 

 
7 Note that AHI updated the pre-registration on the AEA RCT Registry website on January 15, 2024, but the 
sampling strategy remained unchanged (h"ps://www.socialscienceregistry.org/trials/3509/history). 
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fundamental alteration of the study design and its implications for the interpretation of the 

results is not explicitly discussed in AHI. 

4. Classification inconsistencies  

4.1 Classification criteria pre-specified vs. published classification criteria  

The classification of the villages might also be related to the peculiarity described in the 

previous section but it deserves a separate examination because of its importance for AHI’s 

main claim. AHI classified 154 villages as government villages and 148 villages as opposition 

villages, which they then used in their stratification underlying the paper’s main result. To 

trace this classification process, we again compare PAP, DP, and AHI. AHI’s default criterion 

for classification is consistently described across all three documents: official polling station-

level election data from the 2001 and 2008 elections. According to AHI, villages are classified 

as either government or opposition villages if the respective party received more votes in both 

the 2001 and 2008 elections. This led to a distinct classification “in about two-thirds of the 

villages” (AHI, p.1310). PAP, DP and AHI are consistent in that the remaining villages must 

be classified differently. According to AHI, this remaining one-third of villages is classified 

based on focus group discussions, which their field staff conducted in all villages. PAP and 

DP mention, somewhat consistently with AHI, that “local knowledge” is used for this 

classification.   

What differs quite substantively between PAP and DP on the one hand and AHI on the other 

is the description of why the default classification cannot be used for the remaining villages. 

The PAP and DP explain that those remaining villages cannot be ascribed to one party because 

they are located in the catchment areas of polling stations with multiple villages, making the 

a"ribution of election results to one village impossible. In contrast, AHI report that the 

remaining villages were categorized differently than the default because their majority vote 

shifted between the 2001 and 2008 elections (see Table 3).   
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Table 3: Description of village classification at different stages of the paper 

Pre-analysis plan (PAP) Discussion paper (DP) Published paper (AHI) 

The study area includes 4-5 

cons tuencies containing 

around 800 polling sta ons 

(PS). Many of these PS consist 

of more than one village. […] 

We collect informa on on the 

vote share of the party of the 

current incumbent 

government (AL) and the main 

opposi on party (BNP) at the 

PS-level in the general 

elec ons in 1996, 2001 and 

2008. For PS consis ng of 

mul ple villages, we 

complement this informa on 

with local knowledge about 

the support for AL and BNP 

across villages within PS. 

First, we collected the vote 

share of the AL and the BNP at 

the level of polling sta ons in 

the 2001 and 2008 general 

elec ons. For polling sta ons 

consis ng of mul ple villages, 

we complemented this 

informa on with local 

knowledge about the support 

for the AL and the BNP across 

villages within polling sta ons 

(talking to village elders, 

leaders, and party members, 

and verifying from mul ple 

such sources). We chose 302 

rural villages from the same 

number of polling sta ons. 

(DP, p.7) 

We selected one village per polling sta on 

and applied a simple rule whenever 

possible to classify villages based on 

previous elec on results. A village was 

classified as a government (opposi on) 

village if the AL (BNP) and its coali on 

par es got more votes than the BNP (AL) 

and its coali on par es in the polling 

sta on containing this village in both the 

2001 and the 2008 general elec ons. We 

could apply this simple rule in about two-

thirds of the villages in our sample. If the 

rela ve electoral strength of the two 

par es changed from 2001 to 2008, we 

used informa on from focus-group-based 

village ques onnaires (rather than polling 

sta on-level informa on) to classify 

villages. (AHI, p.1310) 

 

It is possible that AHI changed the criterion underlying the classification decision compared 

to the DP, and that it coincidentally led to similar shares of two third and one third of the 

villages. But they are likely to be mutually exclusive. The two descriptions would only be 

consistent if all villages within multi-village polling stations experienced a majority vote 

change between 2001 and 2008, while all other villages did not. This seems very implausible, 

and AHI’s data also confirm the discrepancy between the two classification approaches. We 

can demonstrate that the overlap between villages from multi-village polling stations and 

villages that changed their majority vote is minimal, with only 29 of the 100 villages classified 

based on focus groups fulfilling both criteria (see Figure A1).   

4.2 Inconsistencies between data and maps 

It is furthermore puzzling that both the DP and AHI feature maps displaying the sampled 

villages with identical classification and treatment assignments, despite the different 

description of the classification process (DP, p.17; AHI, p.1312). We investigate this further by 

comparing the mapped village classifications and mapped treatment assignments (henceforth: 

AHI map) with the corresponding data from AHI’s reproduction package (henceforth: AHI 

data). For each of the five sub-districts covered by the study, by visual inspection of the map, 

we count the number of control villages, policy treatment villages, and legitimacy treatment 

villages, separately for villages classified as government and opposition, and compare these 
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numbers to those in the AHI data. This coarse approach misses misalignments within the sub-

districts and is thus a conservative lower bound.    

Table 4 presents the results with deviations in bold. We identify 17 discrepancies across all 

sub-districts, indicating that the AHI map is inconsistent with the AHI data in terms of village 

classification, treatment assignment, and total number of sample villages. We cannot rule out 

that these discrepancies occurred in our visual inspection of the maps, by misassigning villages 

close to sub-district borders to the wrong sub-district. Yet given the other irregularities in the 

description of classification process and given the importance for AHI’s main claim further 

examination seems warranted.    

Table 4: Discrepancy between AHI map and AHI data 
                  

Sub-district: Assasuni  Dumuria     Koyra  Paikgacha  Tala  Total 

 map data  map data  map data  map data  map data  map data 

Government villages                  

Control 16 16  13 14  2 3  12 13  7 6  50 52 

Policy treatment 7 8  18 17  5 5  12 12  9 9  51 51 

Legi)macy treatment 12 12  15 18  7 5  9 9  7 7  50 51 

                  

Opposi on villages                  

Control 10 11  5 4  14 14  11 10  8 9  48 48 

Policy treatment 5 5  17 17  9 9  11 11  8 8  50 50 

Legi)macy treatment 12 11  8 8  11 12  13 13  6 6  50 50 
                  

Total 62 63  76 78  48 48  68 68  45 45  299 302 

Note. Discrepancies in village numbers between the map and the data are shown in bold. 

To complement the coarse visual approach, we refine the comparison between AHI data and 

AHI map by incorporating GPS data from official election data. This allows us to compare 

treatment status and village classification at the individual village level, revealing further 

consistency concerns. Figure 2, Panel A shows how we linked treatment status and village 

classification from the AHI data with polling station locations. Since the AHI data does not 

include polling station names we obtained official 2018 election results from the Bangladesh 

Election Commission.8 Since AHI data also contains some variables from these official election 

results at the level of individual polling stations, we could use these to successfully match 292 

of the 302 villages in the two datasets (the variables are voter turnout, election results for 

 
8 As of December 2024, the official election results referenced in AHI are no longer available on the Bangladesh 
Election Commission website. We used Wayback Machine, a digital archive, to obtain the official election 
results going back to August 14, 2022: 
h"ps://web.archive.org/web/20220814212437/h"p://www.ecs.gov.bd/page/parliament-election-result 
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individual parties, the number of illegal votes, and the electoral constituency). We obtain GPS 

coordinates for these polling stations from online sources, mostly Google Maps.9  

While we still cannot locate individual villages from the AHI data on a map, we can locate 

polling stations. Additionally, we know from the AHI data that 95% of villages actually have 

a polling station in the village. We combine these pieces of information by overlaying GPS 

coordinates of polling stations onto the AHI map (Figure 2, Panel B). This final step enables us 

to directly compare whether the treatment and village classification information (depicted by 

symbols and colours) in AHI’s map aligns with the classification and treatment status we 

linked to polling stations.  

Figure 2: Map reproduction process 

 

In Figure 3 we show an example from Tala sub-district. The map overlays survey site 

information from the AHI map (darker symbols) with polling station information identified 

by us (lighter symbols). We successfully match polling station information to 44 of the 45 

sample villages in the sub-district.  

The map confirms the inconsistencies between the AHI map and the AHI data. To exemplify 

this the figure includes a zoomed-in section of the north-western cluster of villages from the 

map and a manual matching a"empt, linking polling stations to sample villages based on 

treatment assignment, village classification, and geographic proximity. We find mismatches 

(marked by red-numbered circles on the map) even when prioritizing matches in treatment 

 
9 Polling stations are for the vast majority in schools. Using the school names and the Upazila, we were able 
to identify almost all polling stations, sometimes relying on additional sources such as Facebook.  
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assignment and village classification over proximity. All mismatches involve discrepancies in 

government/opposition classification.  

The larger map suggests that the inconsistencies observed in the zoomed-in section extend 

beyond this part of the sub-district. In fact, we find nine mismatches for the entire sub-district 

with 45 sample villages and find other non-sampled polling stations that seem closer to sample 

villages. The map furthermore shows several polling stations that seem either too far away 

from villages or an implausible number of polling stations can be found near a much smaller 

number of villages, raising additional questions about the quality of the sampling or mapping. 

Overall, we find strong indications that either the AHI map, the AHI data, or the description 

in AHI include incorrect information. 

Figure 3: Example of map analysis 

 
 

5. Conclusion 

While we successfully computationally reproduce the results presented in AHI using the 

replication package, our robustness reproduction identifies a distinct pa"ern in the main 

outcome and explores potential explanations. Moreover, our analyses reveal substantial 

inconsistencies in both AHI’s reporting and data. These inconsistencies create ambiguities 

related to three pivotal elements of the study: village classification, treatment assignment, and 

sampling. Underlying explanations, we believe, have the potential to alter the theoretical 
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claims made in AHI and hence the paper’s contribution to the literature. In any case, the 

identified inconsistencies warrant further clarification.  
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Appendix 

Appendix A: Complementary results 

 

Figure A1: Overlap of (likely) FGD villages across different stages of the paper 

 

Note: The figure shows the overlap between FGD villages based on the descriptions in AHI and PAP/DP. The AHI data includes the 2001 and 

2008 election data linked to each sample village. Using this data, we searched for exact matches in the 2001 or 2008 election results – examining 

total number of voters, government party votes, and opposition party votes—always within the same electoral constituency. Cases where 

multiple villages share identical election results are strong indicators that they belong to the same polling station. This expectation is reinforced 

by the fact that no such exact matches appear in the 2018 election results that we retrieved for all 595 polling stations in the four constituencies 

studied (see footnote 8), even when considering only total votes and votes for the governing party. Note also that we find a high number of 

villages likely linked to identical polling stations, because this refers to the 2001 and 2008 polling stations used for the classification, when 

much fewer polling stations existed than in 2018 (Bangladesh Election Commission 2001; Association of World Election Bodies 2025). 
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